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IN 1956 the Archaeological Section of the St. Albans
and Herts. A. & A. Society under the direction of
Mr. John Lunn, Director of the Verulamium Museum,
began to look for the site of the twelfth-century manor
house on the Gorhambury estate, at the invitation of
the Earl of Verulam.
The estate was known as Westwick during the Saxon
period, when it came into the possession of the Abbey
of St. Alban in A.D. 996. It was granted by King
Ethelred to Abbot Aelfric, who had been his chancellor.
There is no mention of any building of this period.
Historical references exist for the house, which was
built by the Abbot Geoffrey de Gorham about A.D. 1130
and which appears to have remained standing until the
sixteenth century. 1
The Norman Abbot, whose name is perpetuated in
the name of the estate, wrongly alienated it to his
niece's husband Hugh, son of Humbold. It remained
in the possession of this family until 1307, when a
detailed survey was made of the Hall and Manor.2 But,
it was not until 1398 that the Abbots of St. Albans
purchased the estate, which they then held until the
dissolution of the Monastries, in 1539.
The detailed survey runs :—
"A hall with chambers; a chapel with a certain
chamber; a storied edifice beyond the gate with a
certain chamber. A kitchen, a bake-house, a dairy,
a larder, with a certain chamber, a granary with a
chamber for the bailiff, a dwelling for the servants
of the manor; two cow-houses, two sheep-houses, a
pig-sty, and gardens."
In 1541, Henry VIII granted the manor to Ralph
Rowlett, merchant of the Staple at Calais. It passed
in turn to his two sons, the second of whom, Sir Ralph
Rowlett, sold it to Sir Nicholas Bacon in 1561. But,
1
2

Mathew Paris, The Lives of the Saints.
Cotton MSS.
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Sir Nicholas Bacon immediately began to build a new
house. The Rowlett Wills give an account of the
Manor. A much later description of the house states
that :—
"It stood on lower ground than that of the seventeenth-century house and west of the present manor
(i.e. eighteenth-century house) commanding a fine
view."
With this evidence and a map published by Mr.
Rogers in these TRANSACTIONS in 1933,3 the Archaeological Group began to search the south-eastern portion
of the home park near the two estate houses, known as
Shepherd's Cottages.
Since only very slight surface indications were available and the summer was too damp for any help from
air photographs or crop marks, extensive trial trenching
was carried out and eventually skilful probing on the
part of Mr. Rawlings located masonry walls actually
within the Grand Avenue of the eighteenth-century
manor house and half-way down its course.
The first complex of walls proved to be part of a
Roman building with a cellar, which was 6 to 8 ft. deep
and had at least two structural periods (Plate 2 (i)).
The west cellar wall was very well preserved. Its
flint- and tile-coursed masonry was covered with
white plaster. Two putt-log holes and two other
parallel holes at a height of 3 ft. from the floor which
may have been shelf fittings, were noted. Possible
indications of more wooden shuttering impressed into
the plaster rendering was also observed. The southern
side of the cellar curved in an apse, but on the southwestern side it was encroached upon by a secondary
building.
The end of the 1956 season prevented further work
on the building which, apart from structural evidence,
had produced sufficient Roman occupation material
to prove that it dated from the second to the fourth
century.
In certain ditches and pits dug west of the building
sherds of medieval pottery, including a complete jug
had been found though the actual structure of the
twelfth-century Manor House eluded discovery.
3

J o h n C. R o g e r s , St. Albans and Herts. A. & A. Soc. Trans., 1933.
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The first work of the 1958 season was to clean out
the cellar and to learn something of the plan of the
remainder of the building.
The first aim was only partially realised since the
work of clearing out such an extensive cellar was
considerable. A section was obtained (see Plate i(i))
which showed how, after a period of occupation, the
cellar was left derelict and then deliberately filled in.
The tip lines showed that the filling in was done from
the north-east and the layers included a mortary loam
layer on the floor. This contained a vast quantity of
fallen fragments of plaster. This rested in part on
what appeared to be a thin and irregular mortar floor.

Fig.

i

The square northern half appeared to have at least two
burnt layers on the floor in which were two irregular
pits. Above the mortary layer a clean brown clay
deposit lay and above this layer, chalk flints and
plaster—debris from the villa walls.
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Though much work was done in the cellar in 1958,
it was not until 1959 that its plan was recovered. The
apse was 18 ft. 6 in. wide with one tiled buttress and
traces of another to take the spring of the arch. The
remaining sides of the cellar which was 19 ft. 6 in. wide
and 20 ft. long to the buttresses, were also determined.
The north wall had been almost entirely robbed out,
but the east side remained to a height of 4 ft. and still
had the plaster rendering on its face. The entrance
was 5 ft. 2 in. wide and had a ramp leading out and
turned north at the exit. There were traces of a timber
beam in the foundation of the doorway. The flanking
walls of the ramp can be traced though they are considerably robbed out (see Plate 2(ii)).
The finds from the mortar layer contained a small
amount of pottery, but a vast quantity of painted wall
plaster. This had come from the room above and
others adjoining. There are interesting fragments of
stucco work, including a human face, hands and feet,
and parts of a torso (Plate 4).
Set in the floor of the cellar, two vessels of Pit 6 type,
dated to A.D. 131-148 were found. A coin of Hadrian
(A.D. 117-132) was in a pit in the floor. This would
suggest that the cellar was dated to this period.
In
the timber foundation trench at the foot of the entrance
ramp a fine narrow-necked jug of late first-century date
appeared (Plate 2(ii)).
When the cellar was filled in, the new building constructed over the south-west corner was part of a
series of rooms, one of which had a hypocaust system
(Plate 5). The largest room (Room 2) had its floor
sub-structure of chalk and was a "tepidarium, ,, since
the channels for conducting the heat were arranged in
a Union-Jack pattern. In two corners and in three
special spaces on the north side square hollow tiles were
set to allow the heat to pass up the walls. The stokehole was used jointly for the "pilae" hypocaust in
Room 5 and for the Tepidarium in Room 2 (see Plate 6).
Room 6 had an opus signinum floor and was 5 ft. by
4 ft. 2 ft. below stood a rectangular bath (4 ft. by
2 ft.) lined with opus signinum on floor and walls
(Plate 7 and 8).
Cutting into the floor of Room 6 was a complex of
unmortared flint. Three sherds of twelfth-century
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pottery with finger-tip decoration were discovered in it.
This curved across the wall of Room 5 and appeared
to continue into the section. Future work on this
complex is necessary to determine its course and confirm its date (Plate 7(ii)).
In clearing out the floor of the stokehole, a mortarium
rim of fourth-century date was found. Imitation
Samian and more fourth-century pottery was obtained
in the area west of the bath-suite. This pottery
appears to have been deposited in a level.
During this extremely dry summer, the brown
parched lines in the grass showed, even on groundlevel, that the walls of the building continued across
the Grand Avenue to the north-west. Air photographs have confirmed this and both corroborate
resistivity survey carried out by Mr. Stageman.
The ditch partially dug in 1956, and again in 1958,
produced pottery of Flavian and late first-century
date. It has been established that it curves to form
a rectangular plan at the south-western corner (see
Fig. 1) and it could be suggested that it was a boundary
ditch for the earliest building on the site. It cannot
be related to the fourth-century building, since it is too
near to the heated rooms.
Much remains to be done on the Roman building.
Not only from the point of view of chronology, but also
on the plan. Apart from the main building, which
may be an ordinary Roman villa with a large and lavish
cellar there are out-buildings, or granaries to be
exposed. But, should the villa and its cellar have
another interpretation, this would need further survey
for a considerable area around it.
The amount of medieval pottery hitherto discovered
points to the existence of some activity from the
twelfth to the sixteenth century in the vicinity. It is
possible that the original aim of the Group may yet
be realised.
RESISTIVITY R E P O R T
AT GORHAMBURY

Surveying was commenced in April, 1959, for the
first time on this site. The area first chosen was that
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shown in the north to west corner of the plan,4 with a
two-fold object in view: firstly, to gain experience
of the instrument and its behaviour in the particular
soil environment, and secondly, to evolve a suitable
technique of measurement.
The weather then was mostly wet, but the consequent
low value of soil resistivity proved to be within the
instrument range, and in fact gave improved contrast
with the more stable value of subterranean masonry.
It was not expected that the site would extend to
this area, but it became evident on examination of the
graphs, that a building complex does exist here.
Unfortunately, it was also evident that the measurement interval of 4 ft., initially chosen as a compromise
between the attainment of good resolution of walls and
speed of operation, was in fact too large to enable
individual walls to be detected on the graphs. The
interval was therefore reduced to 2 ft. and further
north to south traverses were made as far as 465 ft.
east. The graphs of these were more satisfactory, and
a few east to west traverses, together with the remeasurement of the unsatisfactory traverses, should
eventually allow a plan of this area to be drawn. The
pair of walls shown on the plan are all that could be
extracted from the graphs at this stage.
It was soon apparent that surveying could more
usefully be done around the northern boundary of the
excavated area, so that it could be determined whether
excavation ought to be extended in that direction.
The north-west area, therefore, was abandoned for the
time being.
A preliminary traverse showed that the north area
is very fertile. Accordingly, east to west traverses of
100 ft. were made at each 10 ft. from the excavated
area out to 635 ft. north, and where graphical interpretation was uncertain, intermediate traverses were
made. Some north to south traverses of various
lengths were also made, in order to resolve some
ambiguities.
Pressure of other work delayed further surveying
in this area until mid-June, but the wholly dry weather
then prevailing hardened the top-soil so severely as to
4
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The ramp entrance on the northern side of the cellar showing the timber trenches and grooves in the plaster of
the doorway.
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S T U C C O WORK F O U N D IN T H E FILLING, OF T H E C E L L A R .
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F E E T AT T H E TOP, A FACE A N D T H E PALM OF A C L E N C H E D H A N D AT T H E BOTTOM.
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TEPIDARIUM.
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(The main stokehole channel is in the foreground.)
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An earth-built curving foundation cut into the opus signinum floor associated with
the rectangular bath.
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require the use of a hammer to insert the electrodes;
this slowed down operations to the extent that it would
have been unprofitable to have continued. Examination of the graphs of such traverses as were made under
these conditions showed also that the deep cracks in
the top-soil, whilst not endangering the validity of the
graphs, were causing some blurring of the main trends
by the introduction of excessive "jaggedness."
Work has not yet been re-started in this area.
Despite the lack of a full set of graphs for this area,
it has been possible to draw in the walls shown on the
plan. The "probable" walls are those of which the
course is confirmed by at least two (mostly three or
more) appearances on separate graphs, whereas the
"possibles" are those whose indication on the graphs
is not so positive, or where a confirmatory traverse
ought to be made.
There is no doubt that more information could be
extracted from the available graphs, and several interesting (but discrete) features can be discerned: to
correlate intuitively these features into the form of
additions to the plan, however, would require rather
more courage than the present state of interpretive
experience permits.
The short length of ditch in the north-east of this area
shows itself as the alignment of three low resistivity
areas ; further surveying will prove if this alignment is
merely fortuitous.
The ditches shown to the south of the plan also
require further testing. The northernmost has been
proved, of course, by excavation, and it is thought not
to extend more westerly than 510 ft. east, but does
appear to proceed to the east beyond 700 ft. east.
(This ditch gives a surprisingly poor graphical indication in view of its breadth and depth: it would be
instructive to examine the filling analytically.)
The adjacent ditch, to the south, again is shown by
the alignment of only three low resistivity areas, but
the indication is much better than that of its fellow,
and is worth further investigation. It appears to
extend at least to 400 ft. east, but not to 700 ft. east.
Practically the whole of the area between the proved
ditch and the excavated area shows a marked increase
of resistivity above that in between the two ditches and
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further south, where the soil is apparently "natural";
this may be due to building structures and further
surveying would doubtless give details of these.
The few traverses made to the west of the excavated
area seem to indicate that walls do not extend in this
direction.
No significant measurements have been made at the
east of the excavated area (i.e. eastwards of the spoilheap).
In summary, it may be said that a reasonably satisfactory start on a survey of the unexcavated part of the
site has been made. Work will continue as opportunity offers, and it is hoped that all significant archaeological features will eventually yield themselves to the
plan. Those walls already plotted will no doubt be
extended and may perhaps be slightly modified in plan,
as the result of a closer texture of measurement.
In conclusion, some notes and comments may be
recorded.
Traverses totalling some 2,500 ft. in length were
necessary to construct the plan so far. Some of the
graphs are as yet quite intractable, but probably
require only a few dozen feet of cross-measurement to
enable a good deal of information to be revealed.
The technique of taking measurements has improved
greatly since work was started, and the time taken to
perform the ritual of a 100-ft. traverse has been
reduced to about 20 minutes, given good conditions
and the "crew" in form. Study of the graphs has
shown that the measurement interval should not be
less than 1 ft. in many cases, and this has now been
made the standard figure, reducing to 6 in. where
necessary.
Interpretation of the graphs consumes in time and
mental energy far more than is required to take the
readings to plot them, as must happen with all projects
of this nature. The graphs have shown that walls and
ditches give indications whose shape and amplitude
require very careful consideration to avoid incorrect
interpretation, but fortunately they also appear to
follow definite trends related to the depth and size of
the features and to the electrode spacing. These
trends conform to theory well enough, but as aid to
more rapid interpretation, arrangements are being
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made to study empirically the characteristics of the
method on a miniature scale in a water-tank.
Excavation of the surveyed areas will, of course,
provide the most fruitful source of information. Up
to the present, there has been little confirmation of the
survey by excavation, but it has been noted with satisfaction (and more relief!) that parch marks have shown
themselves to be in reasonable accordance with the
survey plan.
The locating sensitivity has proved to be surprisingly
high: on several occasions it was noted that a substantial change of resistivity would be recorded at
intervals of only 3 in. where the traverse crossed a wall,
and that the plot at these intervals gave a sharplychanging contour on the graph. Sensitivity as good as
this is not always obtained, however, possibly due to
surrounding rubble or other material, but in any case
small inaccuracies of the site grid and the use of cloth
tapes may militate against the production of a wall plan
to such close limits.
The difficulties experienced with dry soil have already
been referred to ; changes in soil moisture-content have
also to be accounted for in the graphs, although these
changes are not so serious when only the change of
contour of individual graphs is regarded as the information source. Nevertheless, it is probable that the most
useful surveying would be done in the winter months
(snow and frost permitting) when the soil moisturecontent is likely to be high and reasonably constant
over a period.
The survey was carried out by F. D. Stageman,
J. Payne and J. King.
September, 1959.

F . D . STAGEMAN.

